OCCASSIONAL PAPER

2011, No. 1

CSSSC-UNICEF

Social Inclusion Cell

Girl Children, Family and Dirty Work; Paid Domestic
Service in the Indian State of West Bengal

Deepita Chakravarty, Ishita Chakravarty

Centre for Economic and Social Studies in Hyderabad
Vidya Sagar College, Calcutta University, Kolkata



Girl Children, Family and Dirty Work: Paid Domestic Service in the Indian State of
West Bengal
By
Deepita Chakravarty®
Ishita Chakravarty

Abstract

In India where participation in paid domestic seeyilike many other dirty jobs are still
to some extent caste-based, girl children are eanmgrgs yet another caste of workers in
the care economy. This is happening with the irgngaurbanization in the country in
the past few decades. Along with the other mettiescof India, Kolkata, the capital of
the state of West Bengal, records a very high @pdtiion of girl children, mostly
migrants from the rural areas of the state, in plichestic service. In fact West Bengal
records the highest rate of work participation of ghildren in the urban areas of the
state and most of these girls below fourteen yasrsengaged as domestics, a job which
is being perceived by the society as degradings Tinted job also involves considerable
risk and hazard. The aim of this paper is to ustded the possible role of the girl child
worker’'s family in determining the highest work peipation rate of girl children in

urban West Bengal, a significant number of whoraeonly in the domestic service but
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also have been sent to work as live-in domestidarioff cities. In this context, the paper
also explores the possible outcomes in the charadtegender relations within the
household with the changes in the relative decisiaking powers of the different adult
members of the family. Thus the paper tries to fond whether the perceptions of the
workers’ families, especially those of the motheegarding the much stigmatized paid
domestic work, change with the development of tlagency. Apart from secondary
information our analysis is informed by long integtrans with sixty families in Kolkata
and the neighboring districts with a history of dieg girl children for work.

1.Introduction

Baishakhi Pradhan , a twelve year old girl workasga domestic in a middleclass family
was found hanged in her employer's residence ordul®, 2009 (Kolkata, ABP, 11
July,2009). The dead body of another child domedtlo Sen,(aged 11 years) was
reported to have been dropped on the street bgrployers. (Kolkata, Pratidin, 29 July,
2008). Uma Mondal , also aged 11 and more fotgynmanaged to flee from her
employers place with severe burn injuries (Kolkad®BP, 25 February, 2008). Yet
another, aged about 15 years, escaped from hepgenfd place in one of the posh areas
of the city of Kolkata with marks of severe injuajt over her body, caused by beating
(Kolkata, ABP, 7 November, 2009). In the last ctiee employers happened to be high
officials of the government of India. Again, a sanbfficial of the state police was
reported to be involved in torturing a seven yddrgirl domestic who also managed to

flee from her employers’ place.

Such cases of abuse of girl children domesticsndial ranging from beating, causing
burn injuries, keeping in starvation and isolationrape and murder are in fact quite
regularly reported by the media not only from Kaékdut also from other metropolises
and big cities like Delhi, Mumbai, Bangalore efth¢ Hindu,18 March,2010; The Times



of India,1 May, 2010). Quite expectedly many otbases of abuse do not come to the
police at alff.

Among the areas which engage children in urbanalndi maximum numbers, paid
domestic service needs particular attention becatiseme of its unique characteristics.
It is being stigmatized by the society (Ray,200Cht4, 1960) because paid domestic
service is supposed to involve all the three categmf taint identified by Ashforth and
Kreiner (1999). It involves physical taint becawgashing, cleaning etc. are associated
with dirt. It is also socially tainted because terk requires a servile relationship of the
employee with the employer. In fact, in 1999, thé teclared child domestic service as
one of the forms of contemporary slavery. More ingatly, the lower castes who supply
much of the live-in girl children domestics weratbrically bound to the higher castes in
various forms of servile relationships. Unlike atheervices paid domestic work is
performed away from the public gaze within the fowalls. This increases the
vulnerability of the workers engaged in this seeyiparticularly if they are children,
more so if they are girls. The fact that the limeniomen and particularly the girl children
domestics are often reported to be abused as feetslf sexual pleasure by the male
employers, attaches moral taint to the job. Popiitéibn-writers inBangla® have often

described women domestics (who are generally Iasteshias seductresSes

Scholars have pointed out that though there has deearked dissociation between caste

and traditional occupation among the higher castesodern India, the lower castes have

Ina survey conducted by Save the Children on athilchestics in the Indian state of WB (2006) some
glaring statistics came out. It reported that atb68% of the children surveyed had faced physibaka,
46.6% among them had faced severe abuse thatdhsalilguries. 32.2% had their private parts touthg

the abuser while 20% had been forced to have semteatourse. 50% of these children do not get any
leave, 37% never see their families. 32% of famileve no idea where their daughters were working,
27% admitted they knew they were getting abuse®h @Bworkers receive less than rupees 500 a month.

*The language spoken in the state of West Bengal.

* For example: Narayan Gangopadhyay, Ektala, BeRghlishers,Calcutta, 1953; Saradindu
Bandyapadhyay, Smara-Garal written in 1947, pubtish Protul Gupta (ed.), Saradindu-Omnibus, Vol.7
(Calcutta: Ananda Publishers,1977).



found it difficult to move away from their traditi@l occupations (Rajawat, 2004). A
number of menial and dirty jobs are being dominate@r the centuries, by the people at
the lowest levels of the caste hierarchy. Alonghvétavenging and shoe-repairing, paid
personal service is also a good case in point.vitAirg personal services to others has
historically been accepted as the duty of the dleadtdower or ‘impure’ castes. Poor
women of such castes are thought to be particulsuiyable for providing personal
services to the higher classes who are often &lsdigher castes. Recent data suggest
that the concentration of poor women in the infdrreenployment in low-paid jobs
dominated by personal services such as domestidsnaes National Sample Survey,
latest round, 2004-05). As lower castes in Indiavilg dominate the poorest section of
the society as well, it is expected that the djdlgs of domestics is likely to be also
dominated by not only the poorest but also by thre¢aste womeh Thus the untidiness
involved in the nature of the work such as washiiganing, caring for the sick, the
stigma of impurity attached to the workers becanfgbeir caste status and the low social
prestige of the female gender have become confletdtie case of Indian domestic

service.

In the recent years, yet another factor, i.e. titeyeof the girl children in large numbers
in the care economy has added to the vulnerallitpne of the most marginalized
sections of the Indian work force. With the inciagaurbanization and the growth of the
middle class, the metro cities and other big citiEindia have started attracting a large
number of very young girls, mostly migrants, in destic service ( see, Areeba Hamid,
2006). Thus in a traditionally caste ridden sogiefyl children, who are likely to be
mostly from the so-called lower castes, are emgrglmost as yet another caste to do the

tainted jobs in the care economy of an increasinglyanizing India. Despite the

® While, we have not dealt with the caste issuthig paper it may not be out of place to mentiaat the
work-participation rates of the Scheduled Caste) (8@nen, one of the socially most downtrodden secti
of the Indian society is much higher than thathef twomen in general in the country. According t620
census it is 162 per thousand for the SC women&tIper thousand for the women in general. A recen
study on women'’s land rights in rural WB has alserfd that SC women dominate domestic service in the
state (Broom and Das, 2009).



government ban in employing children below fourtgears also in domestic service in
2006, there is no indication of any change in tféad in the recent years.

However, there are significant differences in thes&ences between the metros as well
as between the states. Among the metropolises,akalkhe capital city of the East
Indian state of West Bengal (WB), which has onehef longest traditions of domestic
service (Banerjee, 2004), records a very high @petion of small girls as domestics. In
1991 the urban areas of this state shows the Higlwwentration of working girl
children (57 percent) in the paid domestic serwideen compared with the 15 major
states of India (Chakravarty et al., 2008). Cha&taet al. (2008) also maintain that in
1991 West Bengal stood at the fourth position wwigard to girl children’s work
participation rate (WPR) in general in the urbaeaarof all states. All the three states
above WB exhibit a clear decline in girl childre8PR in 2001 over 1991. West
Bengal, however, shows a significant increase @éiticidence of girl children working
and moves up to the first position among the msjates in the country in 2001. Even
more striking is the fact that around two per cehthe urban girl children in the age
group of five to nine years work outside home insiM&engal, while in the other states of
the country children are scarcely reported to work for wagethis tender age. The data
refer to the latest round of the NSS (2004-05), stmolv that in WB the WPR for girls in
this age group is four times the WPR for boys i same age grolpLet us remember
that the work participation rate of women is getigdaw in West Bengal and more so in
the urban areas. Moreover, this is happening whemumber of girls per thousand boys
in the (0-6) age group is continuously declining tlee last thirty years in WB (Banerjee
et al, 1997). According to the recent Census estispamong the child domestics around
75 per cent are girls in the state of West Ben@hé percentage is likely to be even
higher in the case of live-in domestics (Save tidZen, 2006). This is not all. The

dropout rates for girl children are the highesteaery level in this state. Further,

® UP, however, is the other state which shows 8atittiren per thousand working in the urban areas.

" This is the only age group where females dominwkes in WPR in Urban West Bengal.



according to the latest NFHS data the maximum nurobgirls is getting married before

they complete 18 years.

While discrimination against women and girl childrevith respect to the elementary
indicators of wellbeing such as nutrition, healtid &urvival are well-documented in the
literature the implications of work of a girl chiltte much less talked about. It is often
believed that for a girl child paid domestic work a household is safer compared to
outside work. The employers justify their act ofgaging a child to do dirty jobs by
arguing that they are being benevolent. Howevemaesktic service not only requires
engagement in long hours of repetitive work withamances of skill formation, but also
involves, as the above evidence suggest, threasriaval, particularly for a live-in girl
child. Long exposures to various sorts of abuse mayse trauma and lead to
disturbances in the personality formation of thddchWhen we talk about benevolent
middleclass households providing food and shettahbusands of hungry girl children,
we tend to lose sight of these more disturbing etspét seems unlikely that the parents,
who send their daughters to far off unknown plaa®dive-in domestics, are completely
unaware of the risks involved. Therefore, in whahtexts the families of such girl
children decide to send them as live-in domestosarth investigating. This paper tries
to understand the possible role of the family itedmining the highest WPR of the urban
girl children (most of who are working as domegticsa state like West Bengal with a
historical bias against women'’s participation indpautside work. In this context, the
paper also explores the possible outcomes in theacter of gender relations within the
family with the changes in the relative decisionking powers of the different adult
members of the family. In the context of the mphonged stigma attached to paid
domestic service and as well as to the large nusniskepoor and low-caste women and
girl children who render such service it will albe interesting to explore how the
workers perceive their social identity. In this €ase would try to assess whether the
mothers who have developed some agency throughltmg term participation in paid

domestic work, want their daughters to purseestime career option or not.



As the discriminatory practices against girl cheldrand women are primarily taking
place within the household it is likely that themity has a crucial role in determining
such outcomes. However, it needs to be remembéadthe decisions taken by the
household or for that matter the head of the hanldefoften male) are informed by the
broader socio-economic and cultural practices. Almer of empirical studies indicate
that the extent of anti female bias is substagti@tuced with the increase in women’s

agency within the family (see Dreze and Sen,2002).

Our analysis is influenced by the ideas of the festithinkers who challenged the neo-
classical formulation of the household as a uniteélysis to understand the nature of
economic activities of consumption, production agedneral time use such as
participation or non-participation in the paid labomarket by different household
members(Lloyd and Niemi, 1979; Becker, 1981). Med&h this tradition have
considered the household as a unitary structurenaa single utility function and
without differentiating between household memb@antemporary women’s movement
of the 1960s and 1970s immediately questioned #seimaptions of the neo-classical
utility maximization theory assuming a harmoniousu$ehold presided over by an
altruistic household head. Beginning with Heidi td@an (1979;1987), feminist
economists in the main criticized these modelsemel counts from the perspectives of
gender inequality and women’s oppression (for exanfolbre 1988, 2001; Katz, 1991).
A major theoretical development in this traditioassmrought in by Sen (1990) through
his conceptualization of intra-household relatibysvisualizing family as a bargaining
unit in which interactions between family membenes eéharacterized by both cooperation
and conflict. The strength of the bargaining powe&hin the household depends on the
strength of the fallback positions of each of thenmbers of the household. This idea has
been further developed by Agarwal (1990) in ordeexplain different outcomes against
women in developing countries. In our discussiordata we will be taking cues from
these theoretical ideas.

We begin with a set of macro-economic trends irnbebdmen and girl children’s work

participation behaviors in order to situate thebpgm. As domestic service is primarily



an urban feature in India, our focus is mainly ba trban areas of the state. We then
move on to discussing the question of migration paid outside work of women in the
state. From the secondary data analysis we basitgllto demarcate the households
likely to send their girl children as live-in donties in the cities’ middleclass families.
We have not brought in the question of caste eitiglim this discussion. Our dealings
with caste here is basically incidental. We fe&lilter discussion on caste in this context
calls for a separate paper by its own right. Ouinnfiacus here is on gender and age. The
secondary data sources used in this paper ar€ahais of India and theNational
Sample Survey (NSSO). Apart from these secondary sources, we haveatetleprimary
information from the families of about 60 women agid children domestics in and
around the capital city of Kolkata. The more mingteestions which couldn’t really be
answered by the secondary data have been tackiedgthinformation collected from

these long interviews.

2.Girl Children, Women and Work: The Macro Scenario

We begin with the analysis of secondary data ireotd understand the possible role of
the family in deciding which member would do what the context of an overall
economic decline by addressing women’s work foragigpation behavior in the urban
areas in general. This is simply because while imgrkgirl children are mostly
concentrated in domestic service in the state at\Bengal, women are found in other
occupations also. However, it needs to be remerdideeee that domestic service is one

of the largest components of women’s work in the.sa

To begin with we try to situate our discussion ifraader frame of macro-economic
changes that took place in the state since theperence of the country in 1947, in the
context of which poor families were forced to makene difficult choices as part of their
survival strategies. The significant and continuadgsline in the large-scale industry,
mainly jute and tea, since the late 1930s and tateengineering industry since the mid
1960s made large scale manufacturing unviable ensthte. Along with these policies

induced difficulties the militant trade unionisrmse the 1960s made it simply impossible



to generate or even retain investments in the agdrsector. These industries were also
highly labour intensive in nature. Consequentlye thrganized manufacturing sector
employment started declining continuously throughibe 1970s and the 1980s forcing
the unemployed to enter into the informal econoggeating a significantly lower wage.
As the organized manufacturing is mainly dominat®d the “more skilled” male
employees, the decline in this sector also affaemt disproportionately leading to a

general decline in the family income of the workeuseholds in the informal sector.

It is expected in this context that to supplememhify income female participation in
paid employment would increase. Conceptual diffeesrbetween the different censuses
notwithstanding while female work participationadiWPR) suggests a fluctuating trend
till 1991 girl children’s WPR was continuously ieasing throughout this period in urban
WB. This had led to the share of girl children hre ttotal volume of urban working
women as high as 6 per cent in 1981. But then twaea decline (Table 1). Here, it is
worth taking a note of the fact that though womseWPR is not clearly suggesting any
trend, women'’s share in domestic service in urbastVBengal has moved up by about
30 percentage points during 1971 to 1991 (from %#1®71.22). In these 20 years, an
improvement in the percentage share of girl childaemong the women domestics in the
urban areas of the state can also be noticed.c@idren constituted 14 percent of the
total women domestics in the year 1991 (Table 2).

These changes were taking place in the broadeoricisk context of large scale
immigration of women, men and children from the dewmng East Pakistan, now
Bangladesh since 1946. Elsewhere (Chakravarty, &rédhcoming), we have argued that
in a stiffly competitive informal economy with camtiously declining wage rate women
crowded the ‘feminine’ domestic service, by acagptan even lower wage. As poor
males from the neighboring states of Bihar, Oriaed UP constituted historically a
substantial section of the Kolkata domestics, i Weey who were mainly replaced by the
women. However, even in this context the strondgueal inhibition to women’s outside

work still persisted. This perhaps explains thenigigant entry of girl children in

domestic service in WB in the post-partition yearBhe second stage in the changing
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profile of domestic service in urban West Bengas waus arguably set by the migrating
girl children from the rural areas of the stateKwmlkata city in search for employment
since the 1970s.

Table 1: Work participation rates (in percent) obmaen and girl children and the

percentage of girl children in total female workferover 40 years in urban West Bengal

Years FWPR GCWPR Percentage [of
girl children
in total
female
workforce

1961 5.12 0.24 1.89

1971 3.92 0.50 5.05

1981 4.66 0.86 6.33

1991 5.80 1.18 4.56

2001 9.21 1.77 3.75

Note: FWPR refers to women’s work participationeratnd GCWPR refers to girl
children’s work participation rate. Here, by giHikklren we mean the age group between
5 and 14 years.

SourceCensus of India, different years, Part 1I-B (i), ‘General Econonfiables’.

Table 2: Percentage of Women among Domestics ammgfage of Girl Children among

Women Domestics in Urban West Bengal

Years Percentage of womeRercentage of girl
in total Domestics children (5-14
years) in tota

women domestics

1971 41.99 12.97

1991 71.22 14

Source: Same as above.

11



In order to get some idea about the caste compnsifithese poor working girls and also
women in general, let us have a quick look at tlekwparticipation rates by different
social groups focusing on the socially most degmtivones such as the Scheduled
Caste(SC) and the Scheduled Tribe (ST).

Table 3: Percentage of SC+ST in total populaticshiarmain workers according to some
relevant age groups in urban WB, 2001

Age Population Main Workers
group

Female Male Female Male
All 14.56 13.99 17.94 12.75
5-9 17.04 16.87 15.12 12.55
5-14 16.99 16.79 20.65 15.67

SourceCensus of India, Economic Tables, 2001
Table 4: Girl children’s (5-14) work participatioate per 1000 and percentage of girl
children in total women workers according to avagacaste data, Urban WB, 2001

Age group WPR Percentage of GC
workers (5 to 14
years) in total

women workers

All 17.7 3.75
SC 20.9 4.26
ST 27.4 4.78

SourceCensus of India, Economic Tables, 2001

Table 3 and 4 indicate a couple of interesting {soiciearly. First, the percentage
contribution of SC & ST women and girl children total population is significantly

lower than that of their contribution in the femaerk force for all ages as well as for
the (5 to 14) age group. However, this is not thsecwhen we consider the male
population (Table 3). But it is not unexpected asothe bias against women’s outside
work is likely to be more prevalent among the upgastes in India. This argument gets

12



a stronger support from the higher WPRs for SC@%ihdvomen when compared with the
WPR of women in general. Table 4 suggests that WfeR for girl children is

significantly higher in the SC population compatedhat of the general population. In
the case of ST population the gap is in fact eaegelr. Further, percentage contribution
of girl children in total female workforce is aléngher in the case of both SC and ST

population when compared to the population as devho

Satish B. Agnihotri (1995; 1996) had pointed owgrawing anti-female bias among the
scheduled caste population in the1980s. He shomagdthough the anti-female bias was
particularly concentrated in what Oldenburg called Bermuda Triangle for the Indian
girl child (Oldenburg, 1992), between 1981 and 1994 increase in the numbers of
missing SC females occurred in all states excel&eFurther, on the basis of 1981
Census data he showed that bias against girl ehnildf 5-9 years was much greater in the
SC population than the rest of the society. Thues dghils in SC households became
differentially more disadvantaged than in otherigogroups in the same age group. It
needs to be noted here that girl children domestt® are the subjects of this study,
have to start their working career in the same grgep if they survive up to that age.
While we have already mentioned that the questfaraste is out of our purview in this
paper, we do report some more interesting facgardeng caste from the primary survey

again.
How does the female work participation rate corapaith that of the males in different

age groups? We consider the WPRs of both femakksmates in three time points of the
mid 1980s,the mid 1990s and the middle of theD200

13



Table 5: Sex-wise Usual Status WPR (per 1000) forifferent Age Groups in Urban
West Bengal

Age 1987-88 1993-94 2004-05
group Female Male Female Male Female Male
5-9 6 3 11 2 20 5
10-14 78 76 88 48 67 91

15-19 119 302 113 314 160 289
20-24 147 624 166 601 256 668
25-29 176 871 189 858 220 872
30-34 237 964 215 928 234 953
35-39 203 979 276 981 235 966
40-44 219 971 239 975 257 986
45-49 174 987 279 984 159 961
50-54 202 967 196 964 180 916
55-59 179 850 142 914 172 917

Source: NSS Report No 409, 515(61/10/1) Part | & B8eekshana, Spl. No.,
September 1990

It is interesting to note that while girl childran(5 to 9 years) WPR is consistently higher
than that of the boy children in the same age groupll other age groups female WPR
lags much behind that of the males. But Table 6 mdicates that for the age group just
above the youngest one, i.e., 10 to 14 years, stgjgaelatively lower gender gap and in
fact, in both years 1987-88 and 1993-94 the fe#RR for this cohort surpasses that of
the males. So, the real difference between maldeamdle WPRs mainly emerges in the
later age groups. The decrease of WPR for the emgf (10 — 14) years during the

period 1993-94 to 2004-05 is worth taking into agdoas the increase in the WPR for
the youngest girls remains unabated.

There is a possibility that the significant increas the WPR in the age group of 15 to 19

is just a shift from the earlier age group of 1Qltbyears. It is unlikely that this decline

14



has taken place as a result of policy interventiecause the WPR of girl children in the
lowest age group (5-9) has in fact increased sgmtly during the same period. We
notice a substantial increase in the WPR of womehe later age groups up to (25 — 29)
years. Clearly, Table 5 suggests a somewhat diffgrattern of WPR for urban women
in the reproductive age group compared to theeraykars of our concern. We will get
back to this once again while discussing the pryndata. It is also possible that as a
result of the increase in the older women’s WPR,ginls in the younger age group (10 -
14) are forced to withdraw from paid work outsidarte. Arguably girl children in the
age group of (10 — 14) are expected to be ablek® ¢are of household subsistence work
in the absence of the mother while younger girls % are not so indispensable at home.
In this case, the girl child keeps working with@my monetary gain (see, Karlekar, 1982
for some related discussion). However, only prindata can confirm this conjecture.

There is yet another possibility that with the gwse in the earning abilities of the
working mother and the consequent improvement ofagency within the family the

empowered woman is likely to be in a better positio protect her girl child from

working out. But this doesn’t sound tenable the raptwe consider the fact that there is,
in fact, a substantial increase in girl childrer"¥PR in the age group of 5 to 9 years.
However, all these can co-exist at a micro levelefare talking about different families.
In order to get an idea regarding the families thay send girls as well as older women
for work we look at the monthly per capita consumptexpenditure class-wise female
work participation in urban WB. We also bring lretcase of urban Tamil Nadu (TN) in
this context, precisely for the reason that thénés) number of urban women work for
pay in that state. Moreover, TN, once notoriousiferlarge number of child workers,

shows a decline in girl children’s WPR along with iacrease in the women’s WPR in

general in the recent years.

Figure 1 suggests a similar trend of decline ime&n’s WPR along with an increase in
the monthly per capita consumption classes inrttial consumption expenditure classes
for both the states. However, it is much lower iB &t every level. While, this declining

trend continues for the case of Tamil Nadu, the W4eRdenly goes up to the highest
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point in the case of WB for the richest women. Al is only in the cases of the richest
women that WPR for WB surpasses that of TN

Figure 1: Monthly Per-Capita Expenditure Class Wiseial Status WPR (per 1000) for
Urban Women in Tamil Nadu and West Bengal, 2004-05
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Source: NSS Report No. 515, Part |

It can be expected that the girl children workeis @@me from the lowest consumption
expenditure classes in both the states. ThoughWR& is the highest for the richest
cohort of women in Bengal, their number being milmiver compared to the three
poorest consumption expenditure classes, it caassamed that there will be a large

intersection of poor families sending girl childres well as older women for work. In

® However, this could have happened as a result of ‘small sample problem’. It is difficult to verify this as
this particular set of information is available only for the latest NSS round on employment and
unemployment.
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order to understand to what extent these familisrsect we turn to the aspect of

migration.

Rural-urban Migration: Girl Children and the Family

It has been argued that the emerging job marketvéonen and girl children during the
post partition years in WB was mainly paid domesgcvice. According to 1961 census,
a substantial number of these working girls wergranits. In 1981 girls of 0-14 years
constituted 54 per cent of all children who repdréanployment as the reason of their
migration from different parts of the state to Katik. These girls constituted 19 percent
of the total female migrants from within the st&be employment to the city in 1981
when the percentage of the boy children migrantseimployment constituted only
around two percent of the total male migrationdomployment. Hence, a large number of
girl child workers were likely to be single migranfior employment to Kolkata city in
1981. These girls were also not likely to have cdroen the same families which sent

the mothers to work in the city as well.

How do the female migration at other age groupsparmwith that of the males? Figure
2 reveals that in 1991women outnumbered men inatiggr for employment only at the

lowest age group. Also, the gender gap in migrat®onhe lowest in the age group

immediately following the youngest one. As womehmarried mostly before the age of
18 in the state, the main concentration of migratedking women between 15 and 19
years is likely to take place around the lower lataung of the age group of (15 to 19). On
the contrary, concentration of the males is likelyoe around the higher boundary of the
same age cohort. Our primary observation reporteda next section goes a long way to

support this conjecture.
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Figure 2: Migration for employment from differgparts of WB to Kolkata City in 1991

by sex and age group
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Note: Migration for all duration has been considere

SourceCensus of India, 1991, ‘Migration Tables’.

It needs to be mentioned that the internal mignatiee are talking about is primarily
distress migration caused by shortage of food énrtlral areas. This is why during the
1980s internal migration decelerated as a conseguehthe rural institutional reforms
(Giri, 1998). But, as the land reforms were notpstvasivé migration to the city in
search of food continued by the lowest orders:simgle migration of girl children for
work is a particular facet of this process. We tagehese aspects with a micro focus in

the next section. Even in 2004, West Bengal HurDawelopment Report notes a

% See fora critique of the land reforms in WB, Basu (2001).
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substantial amount of distress migration from agdtice and industries to services.
Incidentally, according to latest NSS data, in arB more than 50 percent women
work in the services sector, dominated by the laigipnanual servicé$ If we look at
the migration for employment figures as a percemtafgotal female and male workers in
the city for every age group we get some more @stérg insights.

Figure 3: Migration for employment to Kolkata city from different parts of WB as

a percentage of total workers (main + marginal) inthe metropolis in 1991 by age

and sex
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SourceCensus of India, 1991, ‘Migration Tables’ & ‘General Economic Tabl.

In Figure 2 we have noted that in terms of absolatimbers male migration for
employment is much higher than that of the femaba=ept for the youngest lot in 1991.
But Figure 3 tells us that the migrant as a pesgDf total female workers in the same
year for every age group is much higher than tligheir male counterparts. This is,

however, not unexpected for women’s WPRs amongligieess migrants are likely to be

10 _— . . .
This is, however, an all India feature during the post economic reforms.
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higher compared to settled city dwellers. Secgndlg find that the gender gap in
migrants as a percentage of total workers is tlaep&st in the case of the youngest age
group followed by the immediately next age cohdmt.1991, the percentage of girl
children migrating to Kolkata for work increasedi® percent from 54 in 1981.

Table 6: Percentage of female and male in totafatimn for employment from the rural

and urban areas within the respective states tet#tte capitals, 1991

Metropolises Migration for employment Migratiorr femployment
Female Male Girls (5-14) Boys (5-14)
Kolkata 14.53 85.47 55.89 44.12
Mumbai 5.67 94.33 46.10 53.90
Chennai 12.12 87.89 46.02 53.98
Hyderabad 16.01 83.99 46.81 53.19
Bangalore 9.72 90.28 43.67 56.33

SourceCensus of India, 1991, ‘Migration Tables’.

Moreover a comparison of percentages of girls amyk bmigrating for work from the
rural as well as the urban areas of a particulatesto the state’s capital shows that
Kolkata, the capital city of WB stands at the hgfhposition in terms of percentage of
girls migrating for work among all metros in 199his is not all. We identify a pattern
in migration for employment in all metropolisesrfrdaheir hinterlands when we consider
total migration: the percentage of women hoverirgl Wwellow 20. But when we turn to
the migrant children who had to leave home for wwekfind that the percentage of girls
goes up significantly in every state. This is, heere not really unexpected given the
cultural inhibition to women’s outside work in lradin general with various degrees. In
this case, WB once again offers an exception wther@umber of girl children migrating

for work surpasses significantly that of the boyal{le 6).

The trend of girl children’s single migration fomployment continues in 2001. Data for
age group -wise total migration for employment framthin the state of enumeration to
the urban areas of the state show that the pegemtagirl children among all children

migrated is around 67 in 2001 WB. Also, there isfact, no reason to think that the
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distress migration has indeed declined in the rtegears. 2004-05 NSSO data revealed
that parts of rural WB suffered from maximum foodadequacy in the country
(Banthopadhyay, 2007).

Mothers’ Agency, ldentity and Dirty Work

The term dirty work to refer to tasks and occupadithat are likely to be perceived as
disgusting or degrading, was first used by Evdtetjhes (1951). Whatever, the stigma
attached to some kind of work by society, a rangesoent research have shown that
people engaged in dirty work usually perceive tloecupational identity with pride (to
mention a few: Ashforth and Kreiner,1999; EmersonP&llner, 1976; Gold, 1964,
Meara,1974; Perry,1978; Simpson & Simpson,1959kh&n context of this finding by
other researchers this study through the followielgl survey attempts to understand the
perceptions of the girl children workers’ familiasout domestic service. As our primary
focus was the role of the family in sending girlildien for paid outside work we
concentrated on the perception of the mothers aoid om the working children

themselves.

We chose, for the sake of convenience, to condenpramarily on the city of Kolkata,
the largest urban centre in the state. Our intEm@gtwith domestics in the city as well as
information from primary surveys on domestics cartdd by others suggest that there
are mainly three categories of domestics workingatkata: residents of the city, daily
commuters from nearby rural areas and live-in doicges Reports on domestics by Save
the Children (2004, 2006) show that the categoryiva-in domestics is significantly
dominated by girl children. Girl children are afeund in the city dwelling category of
domestics but are mostly absent in the commutitegoay. We tried to talk to the family
members, especially the mothers of the girl childdemestics. Our focus being the
work history of the girl child worker, we also inéeted with the older women domestics
with a long career in domestic service since clotth Adult women domestics are
concentrated in the first two categories. Howevas, exhaustive list of domestics

covering each of the above mentioned categorietaicong the information required for
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any systematic sampling procedure is available. \Be, had to basically proceed
informally to access as many women as possibleaan €ategory. We could talk to 60
women in all. We began with the residents of thg. ¢nh order to get information on the
other two groups we decided to concentrate onwoeneighboring districts of the North
and South 24 Parganas which are known to be thaistgpof women and girl children
domestics to the metropolis.

Our respondents and their families dwelling in iy reported in the course of
interaction about only two girl child workers ireihlocality at present. Further, our adult
women respondents, none of who send their youngtdars for work, contribute
substantially to the household budget or are thels@ad earners. In most of these cases
these adult women worked either as live-in domestias part time domestic in their
childhood. On the contrary, we find a large numipierchildren have migrated not only
to Kolkata city but also to Delhi from the interiparts of the state especially from the
landless households to work as live-in domestidses€ girl children, however, are
withdrawn from outside work when they are aroundlI6years old for getting married.
We did not find a single case of married young womagrating for work from these
interior villages unless she was either widowedleserted. Also the migration of boy
children for work is rare. The central questiontweto address in analyzing the primary
findings is: how the survival strategies of poowuseholds are influenced by anti-girl

child biases and the implications of the developnoémvomen’s agency in this context.

We located a number of slums in different partsthef city which host the resident
domestics. We could interact with altogether 30 worfrom two different slums in the

city. Most of the families of the first slum thatewisited have migrated from the North
or the South 24 Parganas, the two adjacent dstoicthe metropolis, over the past few
decades. Among the eighteen respondents in theoalg@ne belonged to a caste Hindu
family. All others were from different scheduledsta rural backgrounds and mostly
landless. More importantly this inflow of peopleorfin the same rural hinterlands is
continuing and has even increased in the past fewts after the devastating storm,

“AILA”, in May 2009. The two working girl childreimentioned above are from this area
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where vulnerability of such recently migrated fagslis likely to be significantly higher

compared to those residing in the city for a lortgee.

Two generations of these migrated women are sgras domestics in the city. A
number of our respondents seemed to be the maad{@@ners, either in the absence of
adult males in the family or in the case of irregw#arning of the male members. So, it's
evident that these women are quite likely to comunaignificant decision making
powers within the family. When we asked the woméry they didn’t send their dropped
out daughters to work as live-in domestics, a commactice in their childhood, we
were almost challenged. They wanted to know whetiey should send their daughters
to be killed and raped at the employers’ placeldarly shows the women’s awareness
about the frequent incidents of abuse of the diildcen domestics in the city often
reported by the media. It has been found that mib8teir children, both daughters and
sons, go to school and don’t participate in paidkwdVhile interacting with these
mothers we could feel their eagerness to educate ¢hildren including the daughters.
This was surely not the case 30 years back whesethethers were slogging at city
homes as child domestics. Thus though our adult emorespondents were engaged in
paid domestic service for quite a long time and deeloped some agency thereby, none
viewed personal service to be a probable caregorofor their daughters. However,
mothers usually were keen to see their daughtdrsngeried rather than participate in

paid work.

From the work history of our female respondentwas clear that most of them started
working as girl children. Some started working @snéstics at the age of 10/11 and
others even at 6/7. As the average age of our nelgpds was 40 years they started
working sometime in the late 1970s and early 1980& to be noted here that the
secondary data show women and girl children to hawgumbered men and boy
children in domestic service in the urban areashef state for the first time in 1981

(Chakravarty et al, forthcoming). Let us also rerhemthat WB economy was in

shambles both in terms of industrial as well ascafjural performance especially during

the 1970s. While agriculture somewhat picked up assult of institutional reforms the

23



industries were continuously doing badly. Howevecent changes in the state economy
led by the boom in the services sector especialland around the metropolis have
opened up opportunities both at the higher as agedt the lower ends of the society. Our
adult women respondents in the city seemed to lie gonfident of their own bargaining
power at the work place. Probably, their prolongeghosure to outside work in a
metropolis has made them capable to utilize theeasing opportunities due to the

service sector boom.

The second group of our respondents was the daitynwters to the city from the
adjacent villages. Ananya Roy, in her survey catetiiin 1997 found a large number of
women domestics commuting daily from their ruralmes which were connected to
Kolkata by regular trains (Roy, 2008). In fact,easly as the late 1980s those local trains
which carried every morning hundreds of maidsnfrihe villages of southern WB to
Kolkata were described as ‘jHéspecials’ by the city elite%.

We decided to conduct our survey of regular comrsutea village named Piyali, in the
district of South 24 Parganas, situated about T@mdters away from Kolkata and is
connected to the city by local trains at regulaenvals. Here we could manage to talk to
12 respondents from different scheduled caste baokds (1lrefugees from
Bangladesh) all of whom commute to the city dadlymork as part time maids. All these
women are from landless families, three are widdwse, deserted by their husbands and
one a girl child; the rest are married whose hudbdrave irregular incomes. So, in each
of these cases women are likely to enjoy a ceranount of agency to influence the
family decisions especially regarding children. Tefour respondents reported that they
had worked as live-in domestics in Kolkata wherytivere very young. However, the
working mothers reported that they do not sendr tblgidren to work now and on the

contrary have put them in school. On enquiry it ¥easd out that only one girl child in

" Jhee’ refers to domestic maid.

2 See in this context a study on land reform and ddimeervice in Chile: David E. Hojman, ‘Land
Reform, Female Migration and the Market for DomeStervice in Chile’, Journal of Latin American
Studies, vol.21, no.1 (February 1989), pp.105-132
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the entire village has migrated to the city to waska full time domestic in the recent
years, whose widowed mother also works as a pad-thaid.

Our respondents take the train to Kolkata at 6hi morning and come back home
around 3 in the evening. Leave is allowed any fdays a month. Nature of work

includes washing and cleaning. Extra service oibuasrsorts is often asked for. Some of
the employer families give an annual increment ugees 10 to 15 but most do not.
Some threaten to sack if increment is asked fdeave is taken more than four days a
month. All respondents complained of the compatitiature of their job and according
to them this very fact provides the employers hwvilte opportunity of pursuing the

practice of hire and fire at will. The respondealso indicated that they were facing a
stiff competition from women across the Bangladbshder who have recently started
entering the market by applying a wage cut. Naered to be satisfied either with the
conditions of work or with the social prestige ilwexd. When we asked one of the
respondents, Sadhana Mistri, an elderly woman valeydsd not send her daughter-in-law
to work out and chose to perform the role hersHg ruled the question out as quite
absurd. She observed remorsefully that it was bdden misfortune, her widowhood,

which compelled her to accept paid work in othesgde’s houses. Another elderly lady,

Chapala Mondol, complained that the employer fasiloften treated them as sub-
humans. However, the anxiety of losing jobs seemoedorry the Piyali respondents

most. Rights at work did not appear to concern thamh.

Thus, both the groups, the city-dweller domestiod the commuters, though seemed to
have earned some decision-making powers in famagters, were not appreciative of
their identity as workers. They seemed to be ckegien to see their daughters pursue a
different course of life, rather as ‘happily-madignousewives than as domestics. This
finding, though based on a very small sample, didnmatch that by Ashforth and Kreiner
along with many others, mentioned at the beginmhghis section, who indicated a
certain pride among workers engaged in dirty jdltge forms of tainted jobs studied by
the above researchers, the socio-cultural coniextghich those were performed were

obviously different from our case. However, Rakg Raa study on Kolkata domestics
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(2000) came to more or less similar conclusions wiirs. She observes that as domestic
work in India is individualized, unorganized ands@almuch stigmatized, ‘domestic
workers minimize their identities as workers anstéad think of themselves as women
and men, mothers and fathers, wives and husbaadghters and sons’(pp.713-14). She
also mentions that the individualized and isolatatiire of the work, which causes such
minimization of the worker —identity, is particuiarapplicable to live-in domestic

service.

In her 2008 study, Ananya Roy reported about agédlnamed Tetultola in the South 24
Parganas where an increasing number of houses tlseint very young unmarried
daughters to Kolkata as live-in domestics in ortemeet the increasing consumption
needs of the families. There she found such houseswhich young daughters went to
the city one after another. The village was quétedff from Kolkata. Our own surveys
reported above also point out the fact that thédermce of girl children working as
domestics from the city or from the adjacent areas come down significantly. But
according to 2004-0BISS data the highest number of girl children is fotadbe working

in the urban areas of the state. Save the chilsineports also confirm this finding. We
therefore understood that we needed to go to tleeion villages to find out the sources

of the live-in working girl children in the cit§;

We decided to go to the interiors of the North 24ganas, a district which is well known
for its high rate of working girl children. Altholigthe agricultural productivity in this
district is quite impressive, 81.84 per cent of timiseholds in the rural parts of the
district still suffer from shortage of food (Gowf WB, 2010). The village we identified
is named Sandeshkhali, within the block Sandeshkh&h the Sunderbans area. The
highest percentage (59.70) of Below Poverty LinPlL(Bhouseholds has been observed
in this block. 15.36 per cent of the household¢hefdistrict can generally manage only
one square meal a day, and that too not througheugear. Migration for employment is

a major coping strategy in Sandeshkhali Il with kiighest percentage of migration for

3 Live-in domestics are enumerated at the place of work by the NSSO or the Census.
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employment in the district (Govt. of WB, 2010). Hewer, the gender and age pattern of
such migration is not clearly revealed in this mtpBut the report mentions two more
important points. First, a large number of girlldren are being trafficked from this area
and second, a civil society organization, Jabaldrying to ensure for quite some time,
safe migration, to prevent the exploitation of ygugirls and women who migrate from
rural areas of the district to metropolitan citaesd major towns in search of work. This
along with the anecdotal evidence led us to infat the incidence of girl children

migrating for work is most likely to be quite highthis area.

After some efforts, finally with the help of a tEe student from a nearby village and a
civil rights activist working in the same area wauld talk to about 18 families who had
sent their girl children to work to far off citiessen outside the state. Among them 16
were from scheduled tribe (Munda) and 2 from scheztiicaste backgrounds. One
interesting feature of the tribal community theraswhe fact that the Munda tribes were
mostly settlers in the Sunderbans, uprooted froeir tbriginal place of residence, for
some contractual work, generations ago. Unlike rotitiges in the rest of the state many
of these people have lost marks of their distindtucal identity (such as the Mundari
language) and are therefore, difficult to differateé from the scheduled caste people
residing in the area. Scholars have observed ttreasing degradation of the status of
women among the uprooted Munda communities setilngNorth 24 Parganas and
Nadia, possibly due to their long exposures toghgiarchal cultural practices of the

neighboring Hindus and Muslims ( Rana et al., 2009)

A number of poor families depend on the incomeswéh working girl children and
women who are being regularly recruited by contiect It seemed to be a rampant
practice which is taking place in spite of the 20@@& barring the employment of
children below 14 years also in paid domestic wankthe context of the large scale
trafficking of girl children from this area of thgtate as mentioned above and also
confirmed by media reports in the recent years, foding assumes particular
significance. It is difficult to believe that ahis is happening without the knowledge or

perhaps even the connivance of the local powectstre. At Dhamakhali bus stand, the
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nearest to the village, a lone wall writing hasueed the problem in quite a naive way
by asking whether the local people know where ttaughters are going- to work out or
being trafficked. Though almost every householdhef two localities (inhabited by the
lower castes and tribes) sends their girl childoerwork outside, not many were willing
to interact on the issue with outsiders like ussT$, however, not unexpected as in most
of the cases the contractor-employer is a locasgremwith political clout and recruits
through agents appointed in the village itself. S¢hagents are quite often close relations

of the child who is being sold away for a pittance.

Parents seemed to be almost in the dark wherelgxaetr daughters were working, the
nature of their duties or the amount they weremggtt The contractor is supposed to pay
the daughter’'s monthly earning to the parents énilage. While some complained that
the contractors and their agents were not payigglagly others seemed to be satisfied.
Among the eighteen respondents there were onlycages where families have sent boy
children to work out though most of the families taéked to have both young sons and
daughters. In one case a widowed father has offeieednly child, a boy, to a contractor
to work as domestic in a household near Kolkatathattoo after the devastations of the
AILA. In the second case a widowed mother has Betit her daughters and the only son
to work out. While the daughters never went to sthihe son was in class V when he
was sent to work. The mother reported the incidesfdeaving been forced to send the
boy out, again after the AILA, as a great misfoetuRarents in general seemed to be less
interested in sending their minor sons to work afrayn home even when there is an
option. This discriminatory attitude on the parttbé family seems to be all the more
grave in the context of the high rate of traffiakiof girls reported from the area and the
higher possibility of girl children being sexualipused in any case. Clearly, the families
in their survival strategies to cope with continsi@abject poverty are being guided by

their strong boy-preference.
Among our eighteen cases of migrant domestics ndywere adult women deserted by

their husbands, who have decided to go away tooffrcities in search of work

themselves leaving their children behind. The fasilalso endorsed their decisions
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probably because deserted women are not suppogerlas indispensable to the family

as the married women afe

Girl children in the village go to school cursgrdand those who enroll usually drop out
at the &' or 5" standard, the stage at which contractors recruitest of our cases for

work outside home. However, they are usually witildr from work before they attain

the reproductive age. The significance of marriagel reproduction as symbols of
honour for the family clearly supersedes the pusggnomic considerations here. It is
important to note here that while WB shows the &gjhpercentage of women getting
married below the age of 18 in the country as aleyhio the rural parts of North 24

Parganas it is as high as 80 per cent (Govt. of WH0). Moreover, our respondents
reported that even in landless and marginally ldrfdenilies the amount of dowry for a
girl to get married was quite high ( 15 -20 thousén cash besides valuables in kind).

We have not yet brought in the question of the migthagency in this context of girl
children’s migration for work from Sandeshkhali. Gsurvey in the city as well as in
village Piyali revealed that the mother’s outsiderkvmade a significant difference in the
fate of the girl child. Contrary to the findings tife recent research mentioned at the
beginning of this section none of the working mosheeemed to perceive paid domestic
work in high esteem and therefore a suitable caopdion for their daughters. The
mothers in all the 17 families (except the one whttie mother is dead) we visited in
Sandeshkhali also work outside for pay. As livetii@mptions are severely limited these
illiterate women mostly collect small-fishes frorhet adjacent river Vidyadhari and
supply those to the local fisheries in return opidance. In a remote village like
Sandeshkhali exposure to the media and other sowfcanformation about the world
beyond is restricted, more so for the women. Sucéitwation is clearly not at all

conducive to the development of the agency of théhers in question.

“ Unmarried minor girls seemed to be the most pretegroup of domestics followed by the destitute
adult women by the employers.
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Concluding Remarks

Scholars have shown that much of the paid domesiik is performed in the modern
developed world by women of the racialized growgdgen by immigrants from the less
developed parts of the world ( Anderson ,2000; Goilé Booth,2007). Anderson (2000)
shows how racist stereotypes intersect with isgfedtizenship, and result in a racist
hierarchy which uses skin colour, nationality aetigion to construct some women as
being more suitable for domestic work than othefihe demand for poor immigrant
women or women of colour as the most suitable dtosesn many parts of the
developed world is replicated by the demand fot gnildren from rural low caste
backgrounds in the homes of the urban Indian kidwever, unlike the global migrant
women domestics from, say, Sri Lanka who are oné¢hefmain sources of foreign
currency earners of that country (Gamburd, 2001)her considerably qualified (even
with college-level education) Pilipino migrant womdomestics (Pagaduan,2006), paid
domestic service is the career option of women fittven economically poorest and
socially most degraded sections of the societyndia. llliterate women from landless
rural scheduled caste and Muslim families have ipasbwded the care economy, one
of the most poorly paid, insecure and unsafe awatsn the unorganized sector. The
stigma of dirt attached to this service seems e l@iginated from the workers’ low
social backgrounds and poor economic status. Thginaization of the Indian domestic
workers has further increased with the gradual fération of this service among the low
castes. The men of the low castes who historicatyed the higher castes in all sorts of
personal services have finally been able to shift tenturies-old burden to their women
and especially to the girl children. Thus this naptbnged marginalization — social,
economic and that on the basis of gender and agems to have largely determined the

attitudes of our respondents towards paid domsstiice, in the Indian state of WB.
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